PUBLIC SECTOR COMPACT – REVIEW NORTHANTS
Context

The Northamptonshire Public Sector Compact was established in February 2007 following a breakfast launch event at the Northamptonshire LSC. At the early Steering Group meetings the terms of reference of the Compact were established and it was agreed that the purpose of the Compact would be to: “facilitate a collaborative approach to sharing information, promote the exchange of good practice, encourage more people to join the public services sector making it a preferred employment choice, and take action around key issues related to workforce improvement and development in the public services sector in Northamptonshire.”
To support this purpose, the Compact engaged the support of a facilitating agency (NTDP) and set up two theme groups addressing issues around ‘recruitment and retention’ and ‘learning and development’ respectively. Chairs of the Theme Groups were elected and action plans were formed to articulate activity described to address the aims of the Compact.

After one year, it was noted that the Compact had lost some of it’s early impetus and the LSC commissioned DonkinITEX to carry out a brief review of the first twelve months and provide some recommendations for the Compact to move forward.

The Review – The Method

Chris Donkin of DonkinITEX contacted the Chairs of the 3 working groups and asked for a response to the following six questions:
1 What do you consider has been the most successful aspect of Compact working over the last 12 months ? 
2 What do you consider has been the least successful aspect of Compact working over the last 12 months ? (i.e. what aspects of Compact working do you feel need attention ?) 
 

3 Do you feel that the Compact's activities are meeting the stated aims within the Terms of Reference ? 
 

4 What is your view of the Compact's Action Plans ? ... do you consider that they are effectively promoting activity that will meet the aims of the Compact ? ... are there any issues relating to design and implementation of the plans that you feel need attention ? 
  

5 Who (or which organisations) would you like to involve more actively in the future ? ... and how do you think this could be achieved ?
6 What support would you like to see from the facilitating agency in the future ? 

All three Chairs replied by email and a summary of their responses is attached to this report as Appendix I. Chris Donkin also telephoned the Chairs subsequent to their email response and asked if they would like to add anything to their replies. In all cases the answer was no, but subsequent discussions were of interest with the Steering Group Chair indicating that he would be interested in pursuing the idea of a members charter. 
The questions in the questionnaire were designed to discover how best to move forward into year two. Specifically the questions were designed to provide a steer as to: (a) who to involve and how; (b) reviewing the aims of the Compact – and should they be linked explicitly to LSC targets; (c) the future role of the facilitating agency – and who that agency should be and (d) the potential use of special events to support the aims of the Compact. 
Main Findings
Who to involve and how

The responses from the Chairs indicated that the local authorities and the health service should be more actively involved. One respondent also mentioned the Education and Business Partnership and it would appear that a more active role for Job Centre Plus is also desirable.

Reviewing the aims of the Compact

All respondents were not convinced that the Compact’s aims were being addressed by the Action Plans. A recent Learning and Development Theme Group meeting confirmed this and it would appear that the Terms of Reference are not being ‘referenced’ when the Theme Groups are deciding on actions to pursue. The actions are thematic with the purpose of the Compact and it may be that the correct thing to do is to align the action plans to new aims rather than to try to re-write the action plans.
The future role of the facilitating agency

All respondents hinted that they wanted more than the provision of ‘admin and secretarial support’ that NTDP were contracted in to provide. The consensus was that monitoring and help with implementation of action planning was of paramount importance and that some professional input in addition to admin and secretarial support was needed.

Potential use of Special Events to support the Compact

The replies did not elicit a compelling response to this question. In the responses to question 1, the Chairs noted that networking opportunities have been useful and that bringing together a range of public sector organisations has been of benefit.

In other counties, Compact members have found that Good Practice Events have been a productive activity and have helped to disseminate important information effectively. The two recent Compact Events (Clear Wins and the Launch) have both been very well attended and well received.
Other

Other issues that were flagged by the Chairs included a perceived lack of commitment from sector organisations and also ineffective marketing (e.g. a comment was made that the Compact was not on the radar of Chief Executives and Senior Directors). In the telephone discussions it was noted that other Compacts employed a ‘Members Charter’ to elicit buy in from organisation heads and that this may be worth considering by the Northamptonshire Compact.

Recommendations

· It is recommended that for session 08-09 the Compact engages the services of a facilitating agency that are equipped to make a professional input into the work of the Compact in addition to providing administrative and secretarial support

· It is recommended that the Terms of Reference are reviewed with a view to aligning the action plans to the Compact’s stated aims.
· It is recommended that the Compact organises and delivers a series of ‘Good Practice’ events and/or seminars. These could be themed around; (i) Approaches to Equality and Diversity Training in the Public Sector; (ii) A Skills Pledge information event and (iii) Increasing apprenticeships in the Public Sector
· It is recommended that the Compact explore the possibility of deploying a ‘Members Charter’ to encourage buy-in and commitment from a wider representation of public sector organisations

Chris Donkin 
(April 2008)

Appendix I – Responses from the Chairs of the Steering Groups and Theme Groups

Reponses included the following comments:
What do you consider has been the most successful aspect of Compact working over the last 12 months?

There have been good networking opportunities and it is good to feel that the support of other organisations is available. 

 
The Compact has brought together a range of public sector organisations which, previously, had not engaged together in issues of common concern. 

Networking opportunity with other public sector organisations and information on funding opportunities from the LSC. 

 

2 What do you consider has been the least successful aspect of Compact working over the last 12 months? (i.e. what aspects of Compact working do you feel need attention?)
 

Marketing the compact has not been very successful.  For the compact to be seen as a worthwhile investment in time and activity the role of the compact needs to be on the radar of chief executives and senior directors. This is reflected in the poor turnout of membership at meetings.  At present there is little activity that could be seen as a benefit to all. 
Active membership needs to be widened so that the small core group do not continue to shoulder the burden.  With attendance at some meetings very poor, even the enthusiasts begin to question the point of the Compact. 

Lack of commitment from public sector organisations - continual changes of personnel probably due to constant restructuring. 

 

3 Do you feel that the Compact's activities are meeting the stated aims within the Terms of Reference?

In a small way but not totally.  Putting a lot of these things in action requires time and in some cases funding, neither of which most people seem to have at the moment. 
Only to a limited extent – it feels as if we are still at the beginning, rather than already along the road to meeting the aims. 

I think there has been limited progress in this area. 

  

4 What is your view of the Compact's Action Plans? ... do you consider that they are effectively promoting activity that will meet the aims of the Compact? ... are there any issues relating to design and implementation of the plans that you feel need attention?

I am not totally clear of the Compact’s action plans.  I know the R&R Group’s but only because I am on that group.  I think we need an overhaul of the whole process. 

Action plans should be decided together by members of the Steering Group and the sub-groups, then the subgroups take up those pieces of work that relate to their group.

There is no consistency of membership at the sub-groups so producing action plans depends on who was available a the time they were drawn up. 

To be fair, I think that the Steering Group has not reconsidered the action plans since their inception.  This argues for a re-visiting at the next meeting to evaluate relevance, establish progress to date and consider updates. 

I think the action plans are realistic but there has been a lack of activity and follow through from NTDP.  The L&D sub group was without a chair from August 07 to January 08 resulting in 5 months without progress.
 

5 Who (or which organisations) would you like to involve more actively in the future? ... and how do you think this could be achieved?

The Education Business Partnership is mentioned in the Terms of Reference but as far as I know are not members of any group (but I may be wrong).  I have been asked to ask Aim Higher to join the R&R group. 

As many across the County not in regular attendance as possible.  I don’t know the key individuals by name.  I think that the conference will be important here but we need to identify large organisations that don’t “sign up” then and target them individually with direct mailing from the Compact. 

Local Authorities and Health Service.  Organising events/good practice seminars etc (similar to the one on 29 February). 

 

6 What support would you like to see from the facilitating agency in the future?

Co-ordinate consistency across the groups.
Assist with ensuring actions are undertaken as agreed.
Be an anchor for the whole process. 
Busy people need keeping to task and regular reminders about schedules, meeting dates and commitment to tasks.  As much guidance as possible about what has worked elsewhere and what can reasonably be achieved (and how) would be gratefully accepted. 

Speedy follow through on actions from meetings. 
